GATEWAY   TO   GREATNESS
so that thousands of able-bodied young Portuguese left their
homes in the country and either emigrated, flocked to Lisbon or
crossed the border into the western parts of Spain. Increasing
taxation, famine and recurring plagues added to the plight in which
the stay-at-home population found itself. Shipwrecks (at one
period during the boom one out of every ten transport vessels
foundered, partly as the result of hasty construction), widespread
piracy and sickness took a heavy toll of life at sea, yet Portugal
continued the task of endeavouring to police and maintain her
imperial interests overseas. This was Portugal at the end of her
finest hour.
Wealth begat poverty. " First, the boom led to a slump.
Pepper, the principal import from the East, lost its value just as
sugar had done. The first pepper brought back by Vasco da
Gama sold at 80 cruzados the quintal; it soon fell to 40 as the supply
increased. A Royal Order forbade its sale at less than 20 cruzados,
and the price was later established at 30. In Cochin it was acquired
for about 2. Together with the decrease in profit came an increase
in the cost of the expeditions. It was soon found that the Ctate
could not perform the task of supplying trading vessels and pro-
tecting its outposts and preserves with armed ships and soldiers.
Private vessels were allowed to join CabraTs and later squadrons.
Only then was it found that as the conquest progressed the profits
were reduced, and that the occupation of territory was not a re-
munerative policy, but that it gradually swallowed up the profits
of the whole enterprise. As early as 1518 (three years before
Manoel died) the flow of African wealth was subsiding. Factories
became less profitable ; and the factor at Sofala wrote to the King :
* Sofala, Sire, is not worth such great expense. Your Highness
thought to profit me in granting me the boon of this factory, but I,
Sire, am quite ruined and would not come here at any price. ...' "3
Yet pepper brought back twenty years earlier by Vasco da Gama
paid for the cost of his expedition sixty times.
Many other grave national and imperial problems were inherited
by Joao EL They related to gambling, extravagance, fraudulent
officials, servants of officials who robbed with impunity, and the
activities of priests who failed to carry out their duties but who
displayed excessive zeal in demanding payment when service was
rendered. These and other disquieting signs merely touched the
fringe of the difficulties with which the luckless and gloomy Joao EH
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